
 
 

MODERATOR’S MESSAGE ON TOWN MEETING PROCEDURES 
 

 Belmont’s town meetings are conducted in accordance with the Massachusetts General Laws, 
our Representative Town Meeting statute, the General By-Laws, and traditional customs and 
practices that we have followed for many years, with guidance provided by the principles and rules of 
conduct in Town Meeting Time, a Handbook of Parliamentary Law.  Several matters of procedure are 
summarized below. 
 
• An article in the Warrant provides notice to the Town Meeting of a matter to be considered.  The 

article itself is not a specific proposal for action.  A motion is a proposal for action by the Town 
Meeting and must be within the scope of the notice provided by an article in the Warrant.  An 
article may not be amended but a motion may be amended by vote of the Town Meeting. 

• Formal seconding will not be required on main motions under articles in the warrant.  Seconding 
will be required on all other motions. 

• All main motions and proposed amendments involving the expenditure of money must be in 
writing.  All other motions and proposed amendments must also be in writing unless they are so 
brief and simple as to be easily understood when stated orally. 

• All substantive amendments and motions to be offered under an article in the Warrant must be 
submitted to the Town Clerk in writing not later than the close of business on the third (3rd) 
business day before the commencement of the session at which the Article is considered, in order 
to provide the sufficient time for review by Town Counsel and the Moderator and to be made 
avaiable for distribution to the Town Meeting Members before the commencement of such 
session.  The Moderator may allow exceptions to the advance filing requirement in case of 
motions that are easy to understand, but such exceptions are within the exclusive discretion of the 
Moderator. 

• Except for motions involving the expenditure of money or by-law amendments, the Moderator will 
first recognize the maker of the motion, if he or she wishes to speak. 

• Before commencing discussion on motions involving the expenditure of money or by-law 
amendments, the Moderator will first call for committee reports as follows: 

o Expenditure of Money – Warrant Committee, 
o Capital Improvements – Warrant Committee, then Capital Budget Committee, 
o General By-Law amendments – By-Law Review Committee, 
o Zoning By-Law amendments – Planning Board. 

     
• Town Meeting Members wishing to speak should stand and request recognition by the Moderator.  

When recognized, a Town Meeting Member should come to a microphone and state his or her 
name and precinct number before commencing. 

• Registered voters of the Town who are not Town Meeting Members may speak at the Town 
Meeting, but first must either arrange in advance with the Moderator for recognition or arrange to 
be introduced by a Town Meeting Member. 



• Persons who are not Town Meeting Members may be admitted to the floor by invitation but may 
not vote. 

• All discussion must be relevant to a motion before the town meeting.  All speakers must address 
the Moderator; questions may be asked only through the Moderator.  A Town Meeting Member 
who wishes to make a motion that is debatable must first make the motion and, after it is 
seconded, if required, the Moderator will recognize the maker of the motion to speak to it.  The 
Moderator will not recognize a motion made at the conclusion of a speech.  This, by definition, 
includes a motion that would terminate debate, such as a motion for the previous question. 

• The Moderator will try to recognize Town Meeting Members in the order in which they seek 
recognition.  Unless the Town Meeting consents no person may speak more than twice upon any 
question, except to correct an error or to make an explanation of a previous statement.  No person 
may speak for more than five minutes when speaking for the second time and should not seek 
recognition to speak for a second time until others who have not yet spoken have had an 
opportunity to be recognized. 

• While our General By-Laws do not set a time limit for Town Meeting Members when speaking for 
the first time, all remarks should be concise, to the point and not excessively repetitious.  
Experience has shown that minds are rarely changed after the first five minutes of a speech. 

• Section 2.7.6 of our General By-Laws provides that all votes shall be taken in the first instance 
by a “yes” or “no” voice vote.  If the Moderator is in doubt as to the vote, or if any Town 
Meeting Member doubts the vote, the Moderator will call for a standing vote.  Any Town Meeting 
Member may also request a roll call vote; the request must be concurred in by 34 or more 
additional Town Meeting Members; and the request must be made in connection with final action 
under an article in the warrant. 

• Our By-Laws require that a Town Meeting Member who wishes to speak on an issue in which he 
or she or a member of his or her family has a direct financial interest or in which he or she is 
engaged as an attorney or consultant must first disclose this interest to the Town Meeting. 

• A motion to reconsider a vote adopted at one session of a Town Meeting may not be made at an 
adjourned session of the same Town Meeting unless the mover has given notice of his or her 
intention either at the session at which the vote was passed or by written notice delivered to the 
Town Clerk by 12 o’clock noon on the first business day following the commencement of the 
session at which the vote sought to be reconsidered was passed.  A two-thirds vote is required for 
reconsideration; no vote may be reconsidered more than once. 

• Action on our general budget article, will not be considered final so as to require a two-thirds vote 
for reconsideration, or any other procedures relating to reconsideration, until all action under that 
Article has been completed. 

 
Any citizen who has questions about Town Meeting procedures is encouraged to call me at    

(617) 489-1822 or to see me before the start of Town Meeting. 
 
 
        Michael J. Widmer 
        Moderator 


